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How can I know what I think until I see what I say? 
Weick (1995:18)  
 
‘Playing’ with Weick’s classical sensemaking recipe (1995), this paper takes a sensual 
approach to creativity. We explore the in-betweens of different senses that are involved in 
artistic perfume making, paying particular attention to the visual and olfactory sense. By 
developing the sensual dimension of sensemaking, we add to knowledge about organizing 
creativity and creative processes and put forward the notion of ‘visual organizing’.  
Theoretically, sensemaking is conceptualized as “an issue of language, talk and 
communication” (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005, p. 409). However, verbal exchanges and so
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cognitive processes in sensemaking are intertwined with material practices (Stigliani & 
Ravasi, 2012; Cornelissen, Mantara & Vaara, forthcoming) and emotions (Maitlis & 
Sonenshein, 2010; Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012; Cornelissen et al. forthcoming), taking further 
Weick’s (1995) notion that “sensemaking is what it says it is, namely, making something 
sensible“ (p. 16). Thus, sensemaking implies sensuality. The recipe literally refers to the 
visual: How can I know what I think until I see what I say. The emphasis on sight and the 
visual can be contextualized in the multiplicity of the senses. In our empirical case, meaning 
making unfolds in-between the senses: Sight, hearing, taste, touch and smell. How can I know 
what I mean until I smell what I see? 
We develop our argument along the observation that meaning is at the essence of 
creativity and the creative economy (Howkins, 2007). Creative products are valued for their 
meaning (Lawrence & Phillips, 2002) and creative industries sell identities, meanings and 
experiences (Shorthose & Strange, 2004). In fact, it is the production of lifestyles, fantasies, 
images and emotions that replace functional goods and services. Creative goods carry 
meaning in the form of images, symbols, signs and sounds (Banks, 2010). Standards of 
quality for creative products represent abstract ideas rather than clearly defined technical 
standards or performance features (Lampel, Lant, & Shamsie, 2000). The link of creative 
products to the human senses (e.g. sight, smell etc.) highlights the aesthetic dimension of the 
production of creative goods. A central question thus is, how is creativity and meaning in the 
creative industries achieved and organized?  
Drawing from a longitudinal case study of artistic perfumery in which we follow the 
scent development of Humiecki & Graef (H&G) - a German label that is known for its 
conceptually advanced and experimental fragrances that are usually built around complex 
human emotions such as ‘melancholy’ or ‘motherly pride’- the paper argues that images in 
form of a visual concept are central to organizing the creative process around s(c)ent-making. 
An example of a visual concept is shown in Figure 1. It represents the aesthetic dimension 
and overall idea for the product – in this case the feeling of ‘openness’.  
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Figure 1: Visual perfume concept (first page) - working title ‚openness’ © Humiecki & Graef  
 
As Reich (1992) has pointed out, images that can be “rearranged, juggled and 
experimented with” dominate the work of creative professionals (Reich, 1992: 178). In our 
case, these creative professionals involve five semi-autonomous actors (creative director, 
perfumer, photographer, packaging designer, writer) who engage in various sensemaking 
activities as they try to understand and translate the initial idea of an emotion into the 
development of a creative, new fragrance.  
Our findings suggest that scent-making involves moving between the cognitive and 
the visual, the image and the verbal, the smell and the sight. In other words, scent-making and 
sensemaking develop in between the the senses. We discuss our findings with respect to 
recent theorizing around sensemaking and materiality (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012) and 
emotionality in sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012; 
Cornelissen et al. forthcoming) to emphasize the sensual dimension of sensemaking. We 
outline the contribution of sensemaking to creativity by putting forward the notion of 
	   4 
sensemaking as ‘visual organizing’ for creativity and creative processes.  At the same time, 
we critically question to what extent creativity can really be organized (e.g. Rehn, 2009) and 
to what extent it show parallels to the notion of ‘play’, which is thought to depend on 
voluntariness and ‘freedom’ (Huizinga, 1967).  
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